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On Sept. 15, Guatemalans celebrated the country's 171st anniversary of independence from Spain.
President Jorge Serrano, cabinet ministers, and military leaders presided over a series of processions
commemorating the event. According to national congress Deputy Claudio Coxaj, Guatemala's
indigenous majority is still waiting for its independence. Coxaj, who presides over the legislature's
indigenous affairs committee, said domination of the indigenous population by the country's
powerful economic and military sectors has remained essentially unchanged during the past 171
years. According to Coxaj, the indigenous population has been the hardest hit of any sector by the
30-year armed conflict between the army and rebel groups. "We must become foot soldiers, we are
forced to join the Civil Defense Patrols (Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil, PAC), while the ladinos
can study and go on to become generals," he said. Currently, an estimated 800,000 persons, mostly
indians, belong to the army-controlled PACs. An estimated one million indians have been forced
to abandon their homes as a result of the armed conflict, while over 200,000 indian women have
been widowed. Coxaj called on the Serrano administration and congress to back the country's ethnic
groups in their struggle to achieve autonomy, similar to that enjoyed by the Miskito indians in
Nicaragua. He concluded: "Today, September 15, is just like any other day over the past 500 years.
The only independence we see is the independence of those who are above us." (Source: Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 09/15/92)
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